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What do teenagers think when parents
overlook, disregard, or pardon their
drinking, smoking, or other drug use?  In the

absence of a clear family policy or consequences, at least
some of them will reach the conclusion that it’s okay with
their parents to do those things.  Others might wonder if
anyone cares what they do.  According to a recent book by
the National Research Council, adolescents are coming of
age in a culture that promotes and enables underage
drinking.1   One of the most consistent findings in studies
of adolescent substance use, delinquency, school failure,
and pregnancy is that problems are interrelated.2  If a teen
is drinking or smoking, they are at greater risk to become
involved with other youth problem behaviors.

     In order to understand these phenomena we might
also want to know what is going through the minds of
parents when they condone youth substance use.  Several
recent surveys suggest that parent perceptions of youth
drinking are skewed toward underestimating the amount
and frequency of use.  For example, in one survey, 31% of
the youth who said they had been drunk in the past year
were said by their parents to be nondrinkers, and 27% of
those who said they had had 5 or more drinks in the past
month were said by their parents to be nondrinkers.1

    Parental attitudes and family supervision strongly
influence young people’s choice of peers and adolescents’
decisions to use or not use alcohol, tobacco or illicit drugs.
Where family connectedness is high, parental influence
can be significant, even when it conflicts with peer atti-
tudes and behaviors.  Parents play a critical role in shap-
ing peer associations of their children and in directly
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THINK ABOUT:
• What messages do teens in your local area get from

their family, friends, teachers, and the community about
alcohol, tobacco or illicit drug use?

• How could you enlist the support of other parents to
strengthen monitoring and communication for your
children and their friends?

ACTION STEPS:
• Set a clear no-use policy for children in your family,

spelling out the consequences if violated and remember
to give recognition and praise for following family
expectations.

• Keep the dialogue going with your teen, establish
regular times to talk about concerns.

• Know your children’s friends and their parents’
attitudes towards alcohol, tobacco and illicit drug use.

• Visit the Family Guide to Keeping Youth Mentally
Healthy and Drug Free website,

    http://family.samhsa.gov.

REMEMBER:
Take action to prevent your child from
engaging in risky behavior.

influencing behavior through the values they instill by
communicating directly and modeling healthy behaviors.


